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Sir George White was in constant communication with the
Commander-in-Chief by means of the heliograph, which
flashed messages to and fro across the hills. He had urged a
speedy relief, as he was hard pressed, and sickness was rife in
the town, and Sir Redvers Buller had answered repeatedly,
' Be of good cheer; we are coming soon.' But now General
Buller sent a telegram to the War Office in England,
saying that the relief was impossible, and at the same time
he flashed a message to Sir George White, suggesting
that he should burn his ciphers, destroy his guns, fire away
his ammunition, and make the best terms he could before
surrendering.

Fortunately for the Empire, the man who kept guard over
Ladysmith was not one to listen to counsels of surrender.
As Nelson had once turned his blind eye to his telescope, and
refused to see the signal ordering retirement, so Sir George
White protested that the enemy must have tampered with his
General's cipher, and that he could not believe the accuracy
of this message. Even these words did not bring General
Buller to his senses, and the message was repeated in modified
terms. Then Sir George White replied sternly that he had
not the slightest intention of surrendering, and urged General
Buller to keep the enemy engaged. At the same time, he
issued a proclamation in Ladysmith that the defence would be
continued ' in the same spirited manner as it has hitherto been
conducted, until the general officer commanding-in-chief in
South Africa does relieve it.'

The Secretary of State for War and his colleagues at the War
Office were astounded and alarmed beyond measure when they
received the ominous telegram. It was just before Christmas,
and most of the Ministers were out of town. But Lord
Lansdowne at once sent a despatch to General Buller, ordering
him t<? persevere until reinforcements could reach him, or to
hand over his command to a subordinate and return home. A
Cabinet Council was then called, and it was decided to send
out Lord Roberts to take supreme command in South Africa,